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Summary: "So. You found your dragon rider after all." he says. "I 
found him, actually." she corrects. [A story in which songs must be 
whispered, sheep should behave, and two old enemies will find 
themselves back inside the dragon's den.] Sequel to 'Of Berk And Both 
Their Tactless Tricks' 


1 . Prologue 

Hello, my lovely, wonderful readers! Well, I guess it makes more 
sense to say welcome back to most of you... 

>But anyway ... Here it is!<p> 

*cue horrified screaming* 

A sequel ! 

I've been stressing and stressing and stressing over this FOREVER. 

You probably know how I am with my writing breakdowns and all by 

now . . . 

>BUT.<br>I hope(?) that I've finally pieced together something decent 
for you all. Starting with a short snippet of a prologue in which we 
travel back in time by flashback about 20-ish years? I'm thinking 
this story will be fairly concise, but the updates will come a LOT 
slower than they did with the first one... Still, I hope you enjoy! 

And as always, if there's a problem, let me know! I'm sorry if this 
is confusing or just bad or sldjlbfsjd and I know I don't usually 
write this type of implausible crap, but since this is based off a 
Dreamwork's movie hopefully you can forgive me this once?... I don't 
even know, but... 

>Enjoy, enjoy, enjoy everybody! And remember, I love you all!<p> 

No, really. I do. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Prologue<strong> 



><pxem>lt's something like a heartbeat . <em> 

><em>Tense. Slow. Heavy- each living pulse joined to the next as it 
builds and grows, reaching, rising, until it's a constant drumming 
leading up to the inevitable moment where it will hail in something 
remarkably new; a brilliant sunrise, a deep gasping breath, an 
awe-inspiring beauty ... <em> 


_But for now, it's still just the beginning. 

>A dull rhythm- two, actually, in the dead of night on opposite ends 
of a far-reaching sea, two families as different as the dark of night 
and the burning hot white of the stars that hang over the great big, 
silent world. <em> 


Tha-thump. . .tha-thump. . .tha-thump. . . 


_Hearts drum all around. 

><em>_And it's a very special night, you see. 

><em>_Terrif ying and dreadful, yes. But oh, it's wonderful 
too ._ 

_And the first of it starts from a quaint little place tucked 
ever-so-saf ely between the green, green hills of an island far away. 


><em>_An island called Berk. 


_Here, there's a fire burning in the corner of their cottage and 
their hands are clasped tightly as she strains and pushes, face damp 
with the effort of baring new life._ 

><em>Women, <strong>her<strong> friends, are bustling around 
everywhere in the cramped space of the wooden little hut, but **he** 
remains, always, at her side. On bended knee, in fact, keeping watch 
even when Gothi ' s tried to shoo him out, and he's murmuring what 
words of love he can, even although the insides of his broad, sturdy 
chest feel as if they will burst with a thousand different feelings 
all wonderful and terrible at once._ 

><em>And oh, he wishes . <br>He wishes he could shout it out to the 
entire island! But for now, it remains a panicked, magical mantra, 
recited to anyone who can bear to hear it for only about the 
millionth time in the span of 9 months. _ 

><em>"A f ather . <em> . ' m going to be a father." 

>Tears leak out from the crinkled corners of his kind eyes and spill 
out onto his full, dark beard . <br>And yet, he laughs. 

>When the others see this, so do they.<br>So does **she**. 

>And then, cloaked in a a hand-sewn quilt of his own creation, 
patched a hideously bright orange and a crimson red and an emerald 
green, amongst other colors, they smile and they cry, and they wait 
to endure the coming seconds 
together . <em> 


Tha-thump. . . Tha-thump. . . Tha-thump. . . 


_The second of it happens hundreds and hundreds of leagues away. 

>And to reach this sullen place, one would have to conquer quite a 
number of very <strong>un<strong>conquerable tasks. 

>One . Tame a turning, untamable sea, frothing with salt foam, and so 
cold the mere spray can turn the entire body icy numb . <br>Two . Pass 



forested islands settled atop rocky cliffs so high up only dragons 

fearsome beasts that they are, could possibly reach above the white 
blanket of mist stretching as far as the eye can see. 

>Three. C<em>_ross an endless stretch of sponge dirt and moss and 
plants, some deadly poisonous, until that green slowly turns to the 
muddled ugly off-white of the beginnings of snow, until that ugly 
muddled off-white slowly becomes an infinite white, until that 
infinite white becomes the solid opaque blue and you find yourself 
surrounded by nothing but enormous, gigantic, titanic glaciers 
instead 

_And for what?_ 

><em>To reach the place still just beyond those glaciers . <em> 

><em>The farthest corner of the known Viking world where even the 
waters are black and the only sight for miles around is the wreckage 
of countless more unfortunate ships rising up out of the blackness, 
like the pointed teeth of a nameless monster. <em> 

_And yet, this is exactly the place that the second** he **and the 
second **she **know that they have to be._ 

_And here, of course, things are quite a bit different than they are 
in Berk. 

>Here, it's all very hush-hush. A matter of danger, of secrecy, and 
there's a cold sense of dread and danger lurking around every corner 
even despite how far away they've sailed, and the only sound on the 
wind is the creaking of the ship as <em>_he paces anxiously outside 
the captain's cabin with all of his men, only able to listen as she 
screams and cries from within, a bought goodwife from the last 
village the only one to offer any comfort. 

><em>_He ' s never been the particularly religious sort. 

>In his line of work, that type of nonsense simply had no place and 
he has no memory of his life before he'd started working in the 
service of a veritable tyrant. <em> 

><em>Even so, he prays to the gods now. For perhaps the very first 
time in his life.<br>He pleads with every ounce of his being that 
things will turn out right, and despite everything in him that tells 
him this is wrong, he knows he doesn't regret a single one of the 
unforgivable sins that have led him here. 

>Not yet . <em> 

_"I can't..." he hears her cry from within. _ 

><em>He rests his hand against the door, aching to see her.<em> 

_And across the sea, "I love you..."_ 

><em>He clutches his wife's hand tightly to his chest. <em> 

_"Almost there..." he mutters. _ 

_"It's nearly over...!" _ 

_"One last push!"_ 

_"You can do it ! "_ 

_"Now! 

_And then- 
><em> 



><em>The entire world takes a great big sigh of relief all 
together . <em> 


_The drums, they cease. _ 

_The pain is gone._ 

_And instead, there's just a long moment of blissed silence suspended 
in the air before the midwives take over and the two newborns are 
made, at the very same moment, to open their mouths and breathe that 
all-important first breath... _ 

_Only, after that, there is a new kind of trouble altogether, of 
course ._ 

_"Oh, gods ... She certainly can cry, can't she?" Mrs. Ack says with a 
frown ._ 

><em>"At least we know she's healthy." Valka laughs. <em> 

><em>As the other women tsk and fawn over the baby<em>_, she gasps, 
lies back, feeling spent all at once, but when she sees her husband 
carefully lift the squirming little being in his arms and smile, 
everything seems right as rain again. 

><em>_He steps closer. There are fresh tears hanging in his beard now 
and she manages a weak laugh, even in her state as the other women 
politely bow out to give them a moment of privacy. 

><em>_"Look at her... Our daughter." he murmurs proudly, once it's 
just the two of them. 

><em>_His deep voice rumbles affectionately and, with more care than 
he's handled anything in his life before, he takes the child to her. 

><em>_She ' s pressing her lips gently to the little thing's forehead 
when he reaches into a leather pouch at his waist and sprinkles a 
light rain of pink down upon her. 

><em>_The baby laughs, a ridiculously infectious burble, and clutches 
at the falling petals, but the mother only tsks weakly. 

><em>_"Don't drown the poor thing in them already." 

><em>_The husband chuckles, but brushes a pink petal away from the 
baby's tiny little dimpled cheek. 

><em>_"Beaut iful . " he simply murmurs. Then, "Beautiful!" he booms 
joyously, feeling it all at once. 

><em>_"Hm . . . She ' s actually rather ugly, I think..." she muses. 

><em>_But he only laughs because her words may be harsh, but her eyes 
are softer than he's ever seen them and he knows by now, that when 
big moments come, she falls into her old habit of speaking in 
opposites . 

><em>_"Know what you want to call her yet?" he asks, pressing his 
lips to her temple. 

>At that she nods, her lips quirking up to form a strong smile. <br>"I 
do. A good name for a good daughter..." she murmurs. _ 

_"A son...**My** son..."_ 

><em>His voice is thick and low. Still controlled as ever, but just 
this once, there's a touch of softness to it as he stares down at the 
tiny, restless little thing in his arms. He has no hope of 
understanding how to handle this thing... this child, but he can't 
quite bear to let it go, either, and it's got just his same strong 



brow and head of dark hair, but with beautiful eyes, thank Odin.<em> 


><em>And she- she looks up at him from where she is, so thin and 
frail, with those very same beautiful eyes and smiles . <br>"He ' s 
beautiful isn't he? Looks just like you already..." she murmurs, in 
her careful, delicate way._ 

><em>He doesn't know quite what to say to that so he merely nods, but 
it's all fine and well to her. She didn't fall in love with him for 
his honeyed words after all.<em> 

><em>"What shall we name him?" she asks again. <em> 

><em>And at this, he finally cracks a smile, a very rare thing for 
him to do, as he sits on the edge of the bed and passes the child 
over . <br>"We ' 11 name him after you." he answers. _ 

><em>"After me?" she echoes. <em> 

><em>He nods . <br>"You can't be serious." 

>But then, she nearly laughs . <br>Of course he's serious. How could he 
ever be anything but?_ 

><em>For a moment, she considers arguing the horrible idea. She 
detests her name- thinks it sounds more like a man's than anything- 
but then again, maybe that makes it just the perfect choice . <br>She 
grasps his large, weathered hand in her dainty one, and when his blue 
eyes meet her amber ones, "My name it is, then..." she agrees, for 
the exact same reason he suggested it to begin with._ 

><em>And that reason is this:<em> 

><em>Because if ever their secret should get out, if ever he should 
lose either child or lover, he and she both hope that at least one 
half of his world will remain . <br>"Your name, it is..." he 
repeats ._ 

_And so, the two families speak the next part out loud together. _ 


><em>"Our little son."<br> "Our little daughter. 

_"...Our little-"_ 

"Althea." - "Eret." 


_And then, after another few good hours of marveling; of fawning and 
crooning and praying and love, with one last kiss, the two newborns 
are laid down to dream away the rest of the night in their respective 
cribs: hers, carved with great care out of the sturdiest pine, his 
crafted hurriedly out of a washed-out grey piece of 
driftwood . 


_Their fathers tuck them in._ 

><em>Whisper 'Goodnight', then return to their lovers' side to settle 
down after all that's passed and changed their lives. <br>_ 

_But as they and, indeed, the rest of the world slowly drift off by 
comfort of night, all throughout the very first hours of their lives, 
baby Althea stays awake. And baby Eret does the same._ 

_But curiously enough, the little ones don't cry..._ 

_No . . ._ 

><em>Instead, they look out at the moon, as bright and beautiful as 
the sprinkle of stars reflected in their wide eyes, until they both, 
by chance, catch notice of the very same distant star and they follow 
it as it trembles and quivers, and then finally , <br>it falls- 



_Right as it does, Althea turns her head and looks East._ 

><em>And Eret turns his head and looks West.<em> 

_When they do, they're startled at first. _ 

><em>They don't know why, b<em>_ut ... there seems to be someone else 
sharing in what they'd each thought was their own special, magical 
night ._ 

_They aren't alone. _ 

><em>And, oh, when they're older, they forget that, of course. <em> 
><em>Eor awhile. <em> 

_But for now, Eret and Althea cautiously stretch out their opposite 
arms, tiny hands reaching and grasping for some mysterious something; 
for some mysterious some**one**. 

><em>_On the opposite end of an unexplored world. _ 

_And as a brilliant streak of white shoots across the navy sky, baby 
Althea laughs. _ 

_And baby Eret listens. _ 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Don't worry! Eret and Althea will be back in real-time next 
chapter ! <br>Unt 11 then, I hope this was ... somewhat 
tolerable. . .Ugh. . . 


2. Eor The Children, All Alone Part I 
_Hope you enjoy !_ 

><em>I really don't know what i'm even doing, if that hasn't become 
clear enough from my other stories and just sd j fbalskd j fbsd jk . . . <em> 

><em>I'm so sorry ya'll. I'm seriously just...? <em> 

><em>If there's anything you're just not sure about or you're just 
not a fan of, let me know! (Nicely please. Because i'm a delicate 
flower. And I cry. Easily. A lot . . . ) <br>But yeah... Oh lawd...I can't 
believe i'm doing this to myself again... _ 

_Quick suggestion! My writing seems 50% less crappy when you listen 
to the 2nd movie's soundtrack while you read. 

>Oh, and a happy Christmas to all of you lovely people ! <em> 

■jk" "jk" "jk" 


><p>"Come on, Skullcrusher ! Keep on at that pace and we'll miss out 
on the match, boy!"<p> 

Eret, Son of Eret, former dragon trapper, now honorary rider and 
member of the stubborn, stoic village Berk, laughs as he vaults 
deftly over a fallen log, lands on his feet with a solid thud, and 
then continues dashing on downward through the moss and the brush and 
the forest towards the stadium, the beginning of Berk's brisk winter 
air stinging his cheeks as he goes. 


It's been one year. 



>One whole terrifying, wonderful year since the last time he'd been 
up and down this mountain with only his dragon at his side. And the 
thing is, he'd been quite a ... different man then . <br>He ' d been a 
black sheep- soiled hands, stained name, with no earthly idea that he 
could or, indeed, would ever get to . . ._* *here* 

But, oh, the journey's been lovely. 

And now? 

>Well, now...<p> 

"Just this last stretch!" Eret shouts jubilantly. 

>And the overwhelming sense of simple life in his lungs makes his 
entire body thrum with energy. <p> 

Come rain or shine, dragon and rider have been training every morning 
all this spring and summer. 

>And today's dragon race, it's got his entire life staked on 
it . <p> 

Well, that may be a bit dramatic, he supposes with a chuckle. 

>Most people wouldn't call a wager for a week's worth of stable 
cleaning duty a ' lif e-or-death ' stake . <br>Then again, Eret thinks, 
just now recalling the sheer amount of Skullcrusher ' s waste alone, 
some might . . . 

>He grimaces at the very thought, but, just as suddenly, he cheers 
again, knowing for sure that the deplorable task will be going to 
some other unfortunate viking this time, and he will be the one to 
decide who . <p> 

After all, he is determined to win. 

And with _**her **_as his former mentor, he knows that he can. 

>With her, he can do anything . <br>By gods, he'd fought tooth and nail 
to earn the right to say so. 

And now, because of his persistence, because of her grace, here they 
are: just moments before he'll, once again, fight for even more of 
that favor so, weeks down the line, when he asks her a question, 
she'll grant him one more undeserved kindness... 

One that is worth at least as much to him as her forgiveness had 
been, if not infinitely more. 

And this time, he knows a clumsy, self-composed song won't be enough. 
>Oh, it would for her, he's sure. Because she 

is . . . <emXstrong>she<strong>_, and is used to giving so much. So now 
it's time for her to _**get**_- to get everything she deserves, even 
the things she hates to admit she wants. 

>Celebrat ion . festivity . <br>And just a touch of dramatic flair. 

Eor Eret, however, that means that for the next fortnight or so, 
he'll need a distraction while he groups their friends together and 
pieces together some kind of plan. 

>And so, in the end, it all, very unfortunately, rides on making her 
clean up piles and piles of dragon dung.<br>He hopes she'll 
understand at least, when the reason comes to light... 



Because the reason?... 

>Gods, the reason. <p> 

He can't even think it out in straight words, and at the mere, vague 
idea of what's to come, there's a lurch in his stomach. 

But, Eret, oh, he loves it and feeling another surge of strength 
pulse through his blood with the nerves, he pushes on, shouting for a 
dragon that has fallen so far behind by now, it is completely absent 
from view. 

"Skullcrusher ! " 

He spares a single glance behind him and from there, comes a 
dissatisfied snort. 

The ground shakes as an enormous, horned beast, reflecting a hundred 
different shades of green and orange and red, comes tramping along, 
charging, breathing heavy as he tries to catch up with his 
rider . 

Eret laughs once again and he's just about to feel sorry and call it 
all quits when suddenly, the enormous horned creature lunges for him 
and- 

"Argh ! " 

Eret finds himself hoisted up and flung over the creature backwards 
with the help of one very sharp horn. 

Wonderfully enough, this doesn't scare him anymore. 

And instead, as solid ground grows further and further from his view, 
Eret merely shifts his body over and settles in the saddle proper 
with a grin. 

>"Alright, old boy. I s'pose we can skip a run just once." he says. 
"But don't think you're getting off tomorrow ! "<p> 

They lift and push into the open, endless blue and Eret let's out a 
whoop at the top of his lungs and they _**fly**_. 

>Skullcrusher loops and he dives and he darts into the very sun and 
oh, it's a kind of freedom Eret can't believe he's ever had to live 
without ... <br>The air is so sweet and the feelings are so real and 

it's-. . . 

>Why, it's bigger than life...<p> 

It's still only the second best feeling in the world. 

The first is what comes now: 

>When Skullcrusher finally touches down just in front of the keep 
beneath the arena . <br>When Eret dismounts, cheeks flushed, still 
breathless and high on adrenaline. 

>when standing there waiting, with her back turned towards him, is 
the familiar figure of her.<p> 

Even from behind, he recognizes the dark hair, the fur hood, the 
relaxed stance... And there's the dragon, too, of course. 

>The beautiful black Nightfury, the one that senses his presence 
before its rider does and begins hopping and rolling about excitedly 
in the dirt beside her.<p> 



At the commotion, she starts to turn too, but Eret grins and with a 
confident swagger in his steps, he catches her waist before she can 
for the one thing he _**does** _loves most- a simple kiss. 

He tugs her flush against him, feels her blush, the music swells and 
then- 

"Gah! " 

>He topples over backward in the grass. <p> 

That... That isn't her face. 

"Eret." she rasps in greeting. 

And that isn't her voice. 

Something is wrong. 

>Very, very wrong, but this stranger only smiles at him serenely, and 
that is bad but even <em><strong>worse<strong>_ is when the 
unfamiliar face in front of him begins to shift and change and morph 
from one unknown into another and it ' s beefy and stubbly and 
black-haired and then thin and long and then blonde and then dark and 
scarred with cold eyes and then it's all of those things and then 
none of them and then- 

At once, it stops changing altogether. 

Slowly, a thin body, a new face, a combination of all the ones he 
knows, rises into being before it hunches over and sticks itself 
right into his personal space. And... 

"Eret! Hello?" a terrifying harmony of five voices shout. 

He shrinks, cowered on the ground. 

But the stranger frowns, eyes glinting mad and only goes in 
closer . 

"Eret ? " 


"Eret . " 


"Eret! Can you get a grip and WAKE UP ALREADY!" 

_Smack !_ 

Eret, Son of Eret, jolts awake with a violent gasp, a cold sweat 
running down the defined muscles of his bare back. 

>But, when he finally gains enough sense and he squints around and 
sees the familiar interior of Althea's home, he realizes it was all 
only a dream and sighs. <p> 

Well that was terrifying. 

Absently, his hand passes over the empty sheets beside him, still 



warm to the touch from another person's presence. 

>And then, he finally starts to smile. <p> 

It was terrifying, but not real. 

He laughs for getting so worked up. 

And then, now that his morning scare's passed and he's gotten in a 
few good chuckles, he's groggy and tired and dazed once again and he 
falls back in bed with a soft groan_, _rubbing at his mysteriously 
smarting forehead. 


Smarting forehead? 


Oh no . . . 

>A morning call as rude as this one can only mean one thing. But 
right now, he'd rather just sleep in and so, perhaps a little 
distastefully, his eyes peek open again and flicker to the bedside 
and-<p> 

"Ahhh! " 

He hurriedly lurches back, and sure enough, five very familiar faces 
crowd his vision, each of them grinning cheekily and tittering 
amongst themselves as if they're in on some big secret. 

>Immediately , Eret grabs for the quilt and yanks it up to his neck. 
And not just because he's basically naked . <br> (Goodness knows they've 
barged in on him enough over the months and they've seen all this 
before . ) 

It's just, _**this**_ time, there are a few... rather telling red 
marks on his neck and shoulder that he'd prefer they not know about. 

>He ' s just beginning to redden at the thought of them, but 
thankfully, they don't notice. <p> 

They're all much too excited about something else, in fact. And right 
as if on cue, Astrid Hofferson herself pushes between a snickering 
Tuffnut and Ruffnut, plants her hands on her hips, and chimes with a 
grin, "Today's a special day, Eret!" 

His dream- really, just a memory of the week before (well, minus the 
chilling end, at least) comes back to him full force just then, and a 
breathtaking spark lights in his chest when he remembers. 

>Still, Eret tries to seem perfectly calm when he jokes, <br>"Special 
enough to disturb an innocent man's rest?" 

"Uh. Special enough for us not to mention the garden that's blooming 
love bites all over your man chest." Ruffnut mutters, snickering 
under-her-breath . 

>Tuffnut mimes vomiting and Eishlegs giggles behind a dainty hand and 
Snotlout only waggles his eyebrows and flashes Eret a 
thumbs-up . <p> 


So they'd seen after all. 



>Eret blushes. All the way from his ears down to his bare bottom down 
to toes.<br>But ignoring all of that, Astrid only sighs testily, 

>"Special enough," she says pointedly, "to motivate us to take time 
out of our busy schedules to help you. So come on, get dressed 
already ! "<br>She gives him a spirited laugh and tosses him his shirt, 
which had somehow last night, ended up on the floor clear across the 
room . 

Gods, Eret thinks in embarrassment. The room is littered with 
evidence . 

Still, he hopes that Astrid, at least, won't comment on it, and he 
almost thinks he'll get his wish, too, as she waves the rest over to 
wait with her in the living room calling, "We've got a lot to do, 
Eret!" over her shoulder. 

But then, she stops short. 

>And the viking side-eyes him and can't help but seem to crack a grin 
as she adds, "Although, I think you might have <emXstrong>done 
<strong>_enough already." 

At that, the surreptitious giggles erupt into full-on peals and 
snorts of laughter and as the five of his friends roll around and 
slap each other and guffaw out loud, Eret can only sit there and try 
to fight the blush in his cheeks. 

But when the laughing doesn't let up... 

"Alright, alright." he says over them. "I think we've delved into my 
private life quite enough for one day, thank you very much. And- and 
anyway, it isn't what you think." 

"Sure. Whatever you say, Eret." Astrid shoots a wink as she leaves. 

>"You might wanna put <emXstrong>on<strong>_ some clothes next 
time?" Tuffnut snorts as he goes. 

>"Or don't. 'Don't' works just fine for me." Ruffnut grins. She blows 
him a kiss . <br>"Wha- But, babe, I lift _**yak**_ for you." Snotlout 
whines, trailing after. He flexes. "Bam. Oh, yeah. See that? All 
muscle . " 

>"Yeah? Well, <emXstrong>I <strong>_got you that new saddle you 
wanted." Eishlegs boasts, body-checking Snotlout out of his way. 
"It'll add plus one to speed! And, with tons of convenient pockets 
for storage, you..." 

Once they're gone and the door is shut behind them, Eret 
groans . 

"Gods take me now." he mutters aloud, burying his face in his hands. 
>But then, he begins to laugh instead. <p> 

Because he _**had**_, in fact, won the dragon race of sometime past. 

>And for forcing his friends for awhile to think and talk of nothing 
but today? A little teasing isn't unbearable punishment . <br>As a 
dragon trapper, he'd certainly endured worse. 


A lot worse . . . 



As he pulls his old woolen vest over his head, Eret pauses to run a 
finger over that fading brand, his last reminder of the man he used 
to be, burned into his chest so long ago. 

And there are still times when he is uncertain; times when, in the 
middle of the night, she must help to convince him of it. 

>But that life- with its loneliness, its cruelty, its fear, it is all 
over now.<br>And in its place is... 

He glances down at the scar again. Or, more specif ically , at the very 
corner of it, where he remembers the press of her lips, the nip of 
her teeth, the heat of her breath... 

Wait. Stop. 

>No . <p> 

With a firm shake of his head, Eret catches himself just as he's 
beginning to grin like a fool, and he resolves to blush about all 
that later. 

Because for now... 

It's a very special day. 

And he's got very special plans for a very special someone on this 
very special day. 

With one deep breath and another glance at his reflection in the 
looking glass, he rushes out the bedroom door, only pausing to grab 
for a pouch he's kept hidden carefully between the mattress, and when 
he reaches the living room, he looks around at the faces of his 
friends, straightens his back, and grins, eager for his new 
adventure . 

"You all ready?" he asks. 

Eive faces grin back. 

>And then, they rise one-by-one and march purposefully out into the 
village to start their new day together. <p> 

That's become a normal thing for him, somehow- 'together'. 

>As in, 'he' and somebody, anybody else.<p> 

Whether that means he and Hiccup or he and Skullcrusher or he and 
Snotlout or he and Ruffnut, Tuffnut, and Eishlegs or the entire 
village or all of the above at once. 

>And to Eret, finally, this kind of <emXstrong>not<strong> 
_loneliness . . . Well , it's quite a nice thing after all. 

>He thinks <emXstrong>she<strong>_ would agree. 

Speaking of which... 

"So. What is it that Gobber's got Althea doing, anyway?..." Eret 
wonders . 
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xp>Althea Cross: a partner, now, in both childish showdowns between 
village friends, and in mischievous, eccentric antics at home alike. 



with hair longer, eyes softer, and skin newer, breathes in the 
biggest lungful of fresh air that she can as she stands and watches 
over the village that she's somehow come to love so much.<p> 

The view is ten times as beautiful as it was a year ago. 

>And even though she'd broken the habit of leaving the way she always 
used to through pure force of willpower, now, there are, every day, 
new reasons that she feels she'd rather stay.<p> 

Starting with her sheep. 

>Instead of ten, they number thirteen now and although the newer 
members of the flock are just as stubborn and gluttonous as the 
others, Althea's come to appreciate their antics, even in times like 
these . <p> 

Tired as she is from last night's fun, Althea laughs as Mill's little 
one, plump just like her mother, plods over and bleats at her 
pointedly, eyes half-lidded in a reproachful stare. 

"We're not traveling all the way there today, Ono . " Althea chides 
gently. "The grass here will have to do. I've got to get you back and 
help Gobber train a few brutes just as defiant and impossible as you 
in half an hour." 

The sheep huffs, but just as its about to enter stage 2 of rebellion, 
there's an unexpected flapping of heavy, leathery wings and a 
_woosh_! and a low growl and Ona shuffles away, wide-eyed, to join 
Ana and Una again. 

Althea begins to smile then. 

>Because that growl?<p> 

It, of course, has come from yet another reason she finds herself 
here more than gone. Although she may have mixed feelings about 
reason number two going off and spending so much time with someone 
who isn't her, even if that someone _**is * *_Toothless . 

Then again, Althea winces, thinking of her reason number 3 for 
staying, she supposes it's fair. 

Nevertheless. . . 

>"You don't need to scare them quite that badly, you know." Althea 
says in greeting, turning to face her first and best friend in the 
world, who is just getting back from a morning flight with their 
aforementioned beau.<p> 

Bloodbiter tilts her head at the disapproval. Then, opens her jaws, 
and makes a show of- 
><em>schlk ! <em> 

>-retracting her teeth back into her gums.<br>She flashes a charming 
smile when she's done and Althea laughs. 

"Well aren't you the accommodat ing one today?" she says. "Meeting 
with Toothless went well, I take it?" 

Bloodbiter 's scaly, flat head bobs up and down once and after, she 
lets out a chirrup, as if to inquire back about her. 

Althea blushes at that. 

>"Oh...Last night was ... fine ... " she stammers, squirming. Then, to 



cover up her embarrassment, she quickly adds, "Except for dinner. 
Gods, Eret ' s cooking is still terrible. Don't tell him I said that 
though . "<p> 

The dragon, however, isn't falling for the distraction, and 
Bloodbiter only throws her head back and gives a mischievous, 
garbling laugh. 

"Oh, hush, you." Althea shushes. 

But when the dragon's head pops up, affronted, the rider laughs again 
and with a sigh, she finds a spot in the grass beside the scaly 
warmth of Bloodbiter 's side. 

>"Alright, fine. It was ... nice ... " she confesses. "Eret ' s been acting 
strangely all week so I'm glad he's okay . . . "<br>Then, Althea turns to 
her dragon. 

>She smiles at her in a gentle way the rider never would have let 
herself before, and<br>"We still missed you and Skullcrusher though." 
she says. 

And the dragon knows that her rider means it . 

>So even though she's hardly pleased by the lack of real details 
regarding the conclusion to the great mystery of Eret ' s suspicious 
behavior, Bloodbiter lets it all go.<br>She's content with this for 
now . 

Because the dragon knows that even these small glimpses of belonging 
are things the rider never once thought she could have. 

>Welling with a sudden affection, the dragon can't help but watch her 
rider as she smiles and takes in the view laid out before them. But 
when Althea catches her, orbs of green unblinking, her cheeks pink in 
embarrassment at having been caught so unguarded . <p> 

Bloodbiter chirps in amusement. 

Their old life might be over, but there are still some things that 
remain the same. 

"Come on. Let's get moving." Althea laughs. She pulls to her feet and 
gives her dragon one last pat on the head. 

They walk on. 
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><pXem>Not one, but two . <br> Two bodies, lying side by side, being 

pushed out to sea. 

><em> 

><em>Not two, but one . <em> 

><em>One boat, one arrow, one fire, shrinking against the 
horizon . <em> 

_Everyone mourns. _ 

_But they weren't **theirs. 

><strong>They were **hers.**_ 

><em>Her parents, her family, her everything . <em> 

_The entire village starts a beautiful, familiar song._ 

><em>Their voices carry, even through tears of mourning . <em> 



><em>But Althea's too terrified to join in.<em> 


_Because she's heard the village tales and she knows how the story 
goes 

_Her parents were heroes. _ 

><em>They died to save <strong>her . <br>* *Does that mean that **she** 
is the villain? Or the dragons are?..._ 

_The little child Althea, with a blotchy tear-streaked face and a 
rumpled dress, thinks about that all day long as she stands at Chief 
Stoic's side with the rest of Berk behind her, watching until the 
funeral pyre is gone and the skies are black. 

>And she keeps thinking as she's led back to the great hall where 
well-wisher after well-wisher passes by with a condolence full of 
words too big for her to understand . <em> 

_The night stretches on._ 

><em>Time spent wrestling with her thoughts is long.<em> 

_But it isn't until this that she finally gets her answer:_ 

><em>When the official service is done and all the village warriors 
are milling about, recounting memories and nursing mugs of ale, and 
she is sitting in the corner, withering . <em> 

><em>Because after each and every one of the numerous great deeds are 
retold (and Althea is just now beginning to understand just how great 
those deeds really were, how untouchable her parents had once been) , 
everyone's eyes rest just for a second on her.<em> 

><em>And with each sip of drink, those eyes get a little more 
bloodshot and a little more angry and a little more 
cruel . <em> 

_Little Althea looks all around the room for someone bigger, 
stronger, kinder to help shield her from the piercing stares, but 
what does it mean when all the faces she sees are unfriendly 
ones ? . . ._ 

_It means it's her. 

><em> 

><em>The villain is her...<em> 

_But no . . ._ 

><em>If she lets herself believe it then there'll never be a single 
soul on Berk to take her side, and the only thing she has left in the 
world is herself . <br>She understands that full well now... 

><em> 

_And so, much, much later, when most heads are passed out drunk on 
tables and the few that are still drinking are too inebriated to 
notice, Althea feels too suffocated to stay and so, she braves the 
terror and tiptoes past the eerily still, corpse-like bodies, 
swallowing her urge to scream. _ 

_She makes it to the door, escapes into the night, 

**breathes** . . ._ 

_And then, she runs home._ 



><em>She locks herself in- doesn't come out . <em> 


_Not tomorrow or the next day or the next . 
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><p>I'm so sorry that this was so . . . d jkxf nb jdn . . . <br>It ' s pretty 
slow, I know, but it'll pick up speed later so please try and bear 
with it for now! 


3. For The Children, All Alone Part II 
_*nervous laughter* 

>See what I meant when I said the updates would be a lot 
slower ?... Oops . <br>Ya ' 11 I am already regretting this. So much... I'm 
sorry if it's slow right now, but it'll pick up soon! And I apologize 
if the quality in my writing isn't up to par. I literally don't know 
what happened? If it's really bad, I will absolutely fix it! I 
really, really don't want you to feel as though you've wasted the 
time you've invested in this story and I'm trying my best to make 
sure that doesn't happen. Just let me know! _ 

_On a more positive note. I'm already practically crying, guys. 

Really . I am ._ 

><em>To my amazing readers, thank you so much! You may be few in 
number, but I appreciate each and every single one of you all and I'm 
glad to see that some of you are back! Especially you, grumpypirate 
and I Have Gone Away. And hello to you too. Night FurylS! <em>_This 
one's absolutely for you guys!_ 

_Also, hello, hello to any new readers! Thank you for giving my 
writing a chance and if you decide to stay, welcome to the little 
family !_ 

_(Are the intro messages getting annoying? Sorry, ya'll...)_ 
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><p>"Pull it up a little higher, Snotlout!" shouts Astrid over the 
bustling morning activity of the great hall.<p> 

At her direction, the aforementioned viking, currently teetering on a 
precariously tilting balance of wooden stepping stools, straightens 
his spine up still straighten and just about manages to half-jump and 
throw his end of a garland of flowers across a high wooden hook 
lodged into the edge of the ceiling. 

>He lands again with a thud and a triumphant grin.<p> 

But just then- and before he can even fully wipe the smug grin off 
his face . . . 

"Wo-woahh . . . W-woah ! . . . " 


The burly viking is teetering. And he's tottering. And then, all of a 
sudden- 

>"Uh-oh. Going down."<p> 


_Fwump ! 

><em>He crashes to the ground, face first. 



"I'm okay..." he calls weakly, lifting a hand in the air. 

>Beside him, Tuffnut cackles wickedly. <p> 

Astrid doesn't even notice. 

>Because, you see, there's much too much to do today and soon, Eret 
will be gone and it'll all be up to them to pull together the most 
festive party the island's seen since last year's Thawfest 
celebration . <p> 

And oh, it certainly will be festive. 

>Well, or something, anyway... <p> 

Because, already, it's proving to look- well, quite mismatched and 
garish, actually, but maybe that's exactly why it feels so much like 
home, too. Besides, perhaps overly enthusiastic is better than not at 
all, Astrid thinks to herself with a laugh, taking just a moment to 
step back amidst the chaos and look at the brightly painted banners 
and the strings of flowers and dragon torches all nearly overflowing 
from the room. 

And, of course, really- all of this? It's just formality. 

>Althea and Eret act as if they're practically wed already and every 
villager on Berk knows it . <br>St ill , the vikings will welcome any 
opportunity to celebrate, and knowing this, Astrid smiles to herself, 
wondering at just how much has changed since dragons first touched 
down on the island; since dragons first touched down**_ really _**and 
Hiccup had, in that one defining and all-important moment, decided 
not to kill it. 

Well, thoughts for later, she supposes. 

Astrid quickly shakes her blonde head and it's back to business 
because anything and everything would fall apart without her 
attention, evidently. Even, at times, the very thing that is supposed 
to be the model of patience and good behavior for all Berkians: the 
love of her very own life, the village chief. 

"Gee, think you could go any slower there, Eishlegs?" Hiccup sighs 
dryly over from the corner. His arms are crossed as he waits for a 
certain nervous viking to finish drawing the outline of a dragon on a 
banner which he is supposed to be coloring in. 

>At his show of impatience, however, Eishlegs suddenly throws up his 
arms, splattering paint everywhere by accident and cries, panicked, 
"Stop rushing me ! "<br>"I 'm_** rushing**_ you because you're taking 
forever!" Hiccup gripes. 

>"Well, maybe I wouldn't take forever, if you stopped 
rushing-"<p> 

"Hey! You guys!" Astrid interrupts, stepping between them. 

Both vikings glance at her at once and she sighs at their 
paint-smeared faces. 

"Stop fighting. We don't have all day." she says. "Eishlegs, you 
don't have to draw the individual scales, we're just gonna color over 
all of them anyway. And Hiccup, just start painting the opposite 
corner. It's really not that hard, you know." 


Under the weight of her stern gaze, they shrink down, obviously 



sheepish . 

>"Sorry..." they mutter together. <p> 


And now, with that problem solved, Astrid goes back to checking up on 
her other charges, ducking through and around a veritable parade of 
villagers, some rolling in barrels of ale, some carting in their 
instruments for music, and still others bringing in dish after dish 
of cured meats, vegetables, cheeses, breads, all to be used for 
cooking up an extravagant feast to accompany the night ' s dancing and 
singing and drinking. 

"Looking good there, Ruff!" Astrid says. She flashes her friend a 
thumbs-up and then, finally, finally, comes full circle around the 
room to a stop at Eret ' s side; Eret who is thinking over something 
much too seriously for her liking and Astrid can just sense another 
problem in the making. 

"Okay. What is it?" she says to him knowingly. 

"What? Nothing. I'm- I'm fine!" he insists with a nervous 
laugh . 

There's a pause. 

"Er ... Actually , I do have just one... little thing perhaps." Eret 
confesses . 

>"Okay. Shoot." Astrid answers . <br>" .. .Which of these do you think 
suits me better?" he asks. "This one, or this one?" 

>And from seemingly out of thin air, he holds up an exactly identical 
red woolen shirt against the one he's currently dressed in and looks 
at her imploringly with eager amber eyes.<p> 

Astrid bursts into a laugh at the seriousness of his expression. 

>She can't help it.<br>Eor a man who tries so hard to be suave, he 
sure does a poor job of it when it comes to something that_** 
really** _matters, and right now, he's practically falling 
apart . 

"Eret, relax, would you? It's gonna be fine!" she promises. 

>"I know, I know. Sorry. I just- ... don ' t want to do anything wrong." 
the man sighs, running a hand through his dark hair.<p> 

"Well, it's not like you could do any worse than you already have." 
Astrid says, as if that's some consolation. But then, she continues 
with "Like, for example, oh, I don't know, nearly telling Althea 
_* *everything* *_? " , and Eret knows she has a point. 

He laughs nervously. 

>"Ah. Right..." he mumbles. "Took care of the problem in the end 
though, didn't I? Was she suspicious? Maybe, but I got her mind off 
it and-"<p> 

"Oh, trust me. I already know you did, Eret." Astrid only laughs, 
arching a brow at him meaningfully. 

And, blushing a deep red, Eret just knows she's thinking of seeing 
him stark-naked that very morning and his mouth drops and shut 
numerous times before he can think of how to respond. 



But then, just as it comes to him, _gong, gong, gonnggg!_ 

From somewhere over the hills, the village time piece (one of 
Hiccup's more recent innovations) rings out signaling three hours 
past noon and a brief hush falls through the room. 

But that lasts only a second before all heads turn one-by-one in 
Fret's direction. 

>The man at the center of everyone's attention swallows, nervous all 
over again at their eyes like spotlights, and then. Hiccup is 
suddenly at his side with a smile. <p> 

"It's time. Fret." he says, clapping a hand to the man's 
shoulder . 

"Go and get her." Astrid adds. 

Fret only takes a deep breath and rubs his hands together anxiously 
in response. 

>Because this is it...<br>No going back now. 

"Wish me luck." he breathes to his friends. 

"Good luck!" comes the full-bodied chorus of all the villagers in 
return . 

Fret blinks around the room in shock, first, at the unexpected 
participants in what he'd thought had been a private conversation 
just between friends. 

>But then again, perhaps it's just that he and Althea finally have 
more friends than they've realized. .. <p> 

Fret laughs heartily at the thought. 

>And when he speaks again, this time, it's to everyone in the 
room . <p> 

"Gods willing, this dragon rider'll return with a wife!" he 
booms . 

Silly grins and teasing cheers all rise up in reply and follow him 
all the way out the door. And as he makes his way down the steps and 
towards the dragon stadium. Fret whistles a merry, merry tune. 
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><pXem>Fvery day, it's hard work for the young, strapping lad. 

Fret . <em> 

_Because life at sea isn't easy, and from dawn til dusk and even 
after, there's always something more that needs doing on this ship, 
his odd little mobile childhood home; whether that's mending sails, 
weaving nets, swabbing the deck, or, of course, and best of 
all-_ 

_* *t rapping* * ._ 

_Only, unfortunately for him, that's just trapping fish, for 
now ._ 


Because dragons? 



>Well, that's a nasty business better left to grown-ups, <em>_in the 

paraphrased words of one of his father's men. And so, to this very 

day, the child Eret ' s still never even seen a real live dragon up 
close, let alone helped his father trap one._ 

_And he, in his little chest, he's dying, just positively bursting, 

with a sense of insatiable curiosity; of eager, hungry 

longing-_ 

_For adventure and excitement? That's a good part of it, sure._ 

><em>A break from routine might not be so bad, after all.<em> 

_But also, and perhaps more than anything, it's just for... a sense of 
togetherness, Eret supposes... _ 

><em>Eor just the smallest piece of the camaraderie that even he, 
young as he is, can feel in the air whenever he and his father's men 
tramp below deck after a particularly tough bout and the dragons have 
already been locked up tight, only to tell him it's safe to come out 
of hiding again. <em> 

_And that feeling... 

>Well, it's like a secret. One that everybody else is a part of 
except for him, but it wouldn't hurt so bad if he and his father had 
their own secrets too.<em> 

><em>But no . . . <em> 

_For as long as he can remember, it's been this way._ 

><em>And if Eret ' s father has ever looked at him at all, it's been 
from ten feet across a room with a furrowed brow and a stony 
countenance, breath bated like he can't even bear the sight of his 
own son's face.<em> 

_Disgust ._ 

><em>It's one of the three very basic emotions that Eret ' s father is 
capable of showing, however faintly, when he bothers to show any 
emotion at all.<em> 

><em> (The second is keen alterness. Before and, for awhile, after 
every time he makes a drop to his mysterious employer who Eret ' s 
never seen.)<br> And the third, is this one._ 

_It has no name, exactly. _ 

_A11 Eret knows is that it shows for a brief flicker, and never at 
Eret . 

>But during those times, his f ather<strong> almost<strong> smiles. 

And he'll say maybe three words instead of none, and his face is 
alive in a way Eret ' s never seen before, and he wants so desperately 
to understand why._ 

><em>What is it about dragons that can make his father's faded pale 
blue eyes, color in, for just a second, a gleaming, hard 
silver ?<em> 

_He ' s tried every little thing he can possibly think of to get that 
much closer to an answer but to no avail, and every time he's tried 
to sneak into the keep below deck, he's been caught. And given a 
rather harsh lashing for it too._ 

_And so, to him, dragons are still naut but a word- as distant and 
frightening and mysterious as the man he calls his own 'father', and 



try as he might to escape it, Eret ' s life is nothing but cleaning and 
fishing and talking big all the while just trying to find some common 
ground with **someone** 

_Perhaps it's futile... _ 

><em>Because Eret is, after all, just a boy. And when he talks, 
nobody listens and when he hides, nobody finds him, and when he tries 
so desperately hard to match up to the other men, to be seen as 
anything but a child, all they do is snort and laugh and stare down 
their noses and tell him condescendingly that he'll never 
understand. . . <em> 

_His blood boils at the thought of it._ 

_Because one day, oh, he **will**, Eret swears, clenching his hand 
into a small, determined fist._ 

_He'll show them. 

>He'll be the best dragon trapper around ! <br>And all the things he 
doesn't have now; adventure, fun, freedom- why, he'll have it 
all ._ 

_And then he'll be away from the suffocating, dead air surrounding a 
stoic father who's never once even told him he's loved him. 

>He'll be away from the routine and monotony of scrubbing and 
sweeping and eating and sleeping and doing just about everything else 
ever in his life all alone or accompanied only by the judging eyes of 
his father's crew.<em> 

_Eret lets out a breath then, pausing in his daily swabbing duty to 
do but one thing. And that is wipe at his sweaty brow and squint 
through the cold at the endless stretch of a, for-once, steady 
sea ._ 

_Because somewhere amidst all that endless, icy blue, is something 
that's just **got** to be so much bigger than the life he has 
now . . ._ 

_There has to be. He's sure of it. 

>And one day, he'll find it . <br>He will._ 

_Suddenly, a dark shadow passes over him, blocking out the sun's 
paltry rays entirely and shaking him from his thoughts. _ 

_Little Eret peeks his wide eyes up and then, swallows nervously. 
Because standing there is his father's right-hand man._ 

_He ' s at least twice as tall and three times as burly as he is 
himself right now, and the armored man stares down at him 
imperiously, puffing his broad chest out and only making himself seem 
all the more int imidat ing ._ 

_"No time for slacking, boy!" the man barks at him. "We need this 

deck done by sundown!" 

><em> 

_Eret shrinks in his shadow. _ 

I . . . Sorry . " he mutters meekly. _ 

><em>He dips his mop and swipes it across the floor in a show of 



obedience and, satisfied, the very large man stalks off.<em> 

_Eret breathes a sigh of relief when he's gone. 

>And then, he continues about his duties, whistling a merry tune to 
cheer himself. <em> 

_But all the while, all the rest of the long week and month and year, 
he revels in his very own secret form of rebellion: of 
dreaming ._ 

_Dreaming of a great, grand life that'll one day take him to far away 
places, to far away people, to a far away life..._ 
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><p>"Alright, I think it might be time to give the nice dragon here a 
break now, everyone ... "<p> 

A collective ' awwww ' ripples through the small bunch of young ones 
before her, all clambering on, over, or under Bloodbiter in some 
shape or form, sticking to her back or legs like little burs to a 
woolen shirt, and Althea can't help but laugh. 

>They ' re obviously enjoying this far too much. And judging by the 
dragon's trilling and tongue-lolling smile, so is she . <p> 

Still, Althea knows she's got a strict schedule to stick to today, 
and so . . . 

"Oh, don't give me that again." she scolds gently. "We have to run 
through your sword drills everybody." 

"But I don't want to..." one boy whines, blinking up at her with his 

best sad eyes and peeping at her upside down from Bloodbiter 's front 

leg . 

For a moment, Althea hesitates. 

>"Well..." she says.<p> 

And this here is precisely the reason Althea had never thought she'd 
ever wind up a teacher alongside the others. She'd never exactly been 
one for social interactions, after all. 

And yet, here she is. 

>And she isn't sure why, but she supposes she must have some strange 

affinity with beasts who are stubborn and defiant and rebellious and 

difficult and ... and ... somehow loveable and. . .maybe just a little 
charming and... sort of adorable and...<p> 

She pauses. 

And sensing their instructor's resolve has been weakened, the other 
children quickly join in with the pleading, all pouting their little 
lips and staring with tragic pairs of very wide open eyes from all 
over . 

"Well..." Althea repeats. 

The littlest one sniffles. 


Oh, spirits be damned. 



"Alright..." Althea relents uncertainly. "I . . ._**suppose**_ we could 
stretch out your break for another ten minutes..." 

Immediately, the little crowd's tears dry up, there are cheers and 
high-fives all around, and the dragon rider is just suspecting she's 
been completely swindled when "We love you, Althea!" the children 
shout . 

Startled, Althea only blinks as one of the boys throws himself around 
her, and then she blushes and manages a few pats on his head before 
he runs off, shouting wildly with his arms flailing around in the 
air . 

When he and his friends have all dispersed, a chuckle sounds from 
beside her. 

"You'd better watch it. Cross. You spoil them too much and they won't 
know the blunt end of a dagger from the pointy one!" 

Althea laughs as none other than Gobber, just as light-hearted and 
cheerful as he ever was, waves his prosthetic arm at her warningly as 
he limps over to her side. 

"Oh, I think after you've scared them thoroughly with your own 
teaching methods, they'll be alright." she says. "'Learning on the 
job.' Remember?" 

The man chuckles. 

>"Well, you might be on to something there... "<p> 

He lets out a contented sigh as, for awhile, they watch the little 
ones play. Then, Gobber suddenly hoists up his ever-sagging belt, 
heavy with tools and tricks and trades of all kinds, and asks, "So. 
How ' re things with Eret then, eh? You said he's been acting rather 
odd of late, no?" 

"Oh." Althea blushes. "That. Yes... That is, he's fine... I think... I'm 
actually not sure. To be honest, he hasn't really explained himself 
yet but ..." 

The man chuckles knowingly and shakes his head, the two heavy braids 
of his mustache swaying to-and-fro. 

>"He's not leading up to this very well, is he?" he mutters. "Clumsy 
sort. Bit of a surprise, but I suppose everybody has his 
weaknesses . . . "<p> 

Althea frowns. 

>" . . . Sorry? "<p> 

And at that, the old man suddenly clamps a hand over his own mouth. 

>"What? Nothing!" he says, with a too-loud laugh. "It's nothing you 
need to worry about. Cross !"<p> 

Althea highly doubts that, but just as she's about to ask, the man's 
friendly eyes flicker around in a frenzy before they finally settle 
on something and he brightens. 

>"Er. Urn. Oh! Speaking of which..." Gobber trails off.<p> 



He waggles his bushy blonde brows at her, then nods off at something 
behind her at the entrance of the stadium before he shuffles off to 
keep an eye on the children with a gold-toothed grin. 

Frowning, Althea turns to look. And when she does... 

>0h . . . <p> 

There, leaning in the doorway of the keep: dark hair, amber eyes, 
blue tattoo . . . 

>Just as handsome as ever.<br>He breaks into a grin when he catches 
her eye, shoots her a wink, and Althea sighs. 

>Just as cheeky, as ever, too...<p> 

But, even though it's been just hours, something in her heart still 
comes home at the sight of him and neither of them can help but smile 
as they, at the very same time, begin to approach each other across 
the long stretch of dirt. 

They meet somewhere halfway. And, 

"Fret." she says in greeting, coming to a stop before him. 

>"Althea." he replies, because he can.<p> 

For awhile, they say nothing. 

>Because, coming together again after any kind of separation, however 
trite it might be, there's always been a strange sense of simple 
relief; of overwhelming happiness that they feel that they can't 
express in words; that they can only let wash through them as they 
take each other in again, uncertain of whether or not they should be 
embarrassed by this feeling of perfect self that happens only when 
they're together. <p> 

Does the other feel it too? 

>A love that seems, always, just much too big for the 
occasion? . . . <p> 

They're almost afraid to ask it in words. 

So when that sense of inexplicable warmth takes over them even now in 
the silence, quickly, they each take a breath; continue, leaving all 
of that care unspoken. 

"What are you doing here?" Althea asks. "I thought you were busy 
today." But suddenly, a thought hits her and she stops short and her 
eyes begin to narrow suspiciously. "...You're not here to cause 
trouble again are you?" 

"Please. Nothing so dishonorable." Eret promises. "This dragon 
rider's merely come to steal you away." he grins. 

"I've- what? I've a class to teach." she protests. 

Eret ' s grin only widens and he tucks a stray strand of hair behind 
her ear; a gesture that still makes her blush. 

>"If I know you, Althea, you've ended early. And you've likely run 
all their drills and done all their studying and given each a pouch 
of sweets to boot."<p> 



She winces. 

>"... They've had... one sweet today. That's all..." she 
mumbles . <p> 

And at that, Eret barks out a jovial laugh because he just can't help 
it . 

>"That's my girl." he answers, warmly. <p> 

Althea gives a testy sigh in return. 

>"You really ought to stop saying things like that in public, you 
know . . . "<p> 

He only chuckles. 

>"And you really aught to stop getting embarrassed by it, by 
now . "<p> 

"Well, I-...Well, _**you**_ really aught to stop leaving the front of 
your vest open like that." she shoots back vengefully. 

Eret looks down and sure enough, right at the seams of his shirt, 
there's a red mark peeking out and saying hello to the world. And now 
it's his turn to try and hide his embarrassment as he counters with, 

>"0r maybe <emXstrong>you<strong>_ should stop leaving those where 
people can see." 

"You weren't complaining last night." she returns. 

And with that, she flashes him a saucy grin and Eret ' s blood runs 
hot . 

Oh, now she's done it... 

>He peeks around. Nobody's looking. <p> 

And so, he suddenly pulls her in with a devilish grin and just as 
he's about to press his lips to hers- 

"01! What ' re you doin' here?" 

Eret and Althea immediately lurch ten feet apart, heart's hammering 
away in their chests. 

>But when they turn to look...<p> 

It's only little Bryn jar, standing there with his hands stuffed in 
his pockets and kicking at rocks and stirring around looking 
embarrassed . 

Althea takes a second to compose herself as best she can, but then, 

>"It's only Eret, Brynjar. He's here all the time." she says with a 
nervous laugh. <p> 

The boy sniffles and wipes at a runny nose, tinged pink from the 
cold . 

>"Yeah, I guess..." he mutters. "Whatever. Dag's cryin' again. S' all 
I wanted to say..."<p> 

And at that, much to Eret ' s dismay, Althea frowns. 

>"Not again..." she sighs, and then she's marching away, leaving just 
him and the boy standing around all alone, just the two of 



them . <p> 


No matter. 

>Brynjar had never really taken much of a liking to him in 
particular, but Eret is sure he can get the child to come around 
eventually . <br> ... He hopes, at least... 

"So. Been keepin' that sword arm strong, Bryn jar?" he asks the boy 
amiably . 

>"I don't hafta tell you nuffing!" comes the defiant 
answer . <p> 

Well, so much for that. 

And just as Eret ' s let out a sigh and resolved himself to complete 
and awkward silence as always, he can suddenly feel the boy throw a 
careful, cautious a glance his way. 

"So..." Bryn jar starts. 

Eret smothers a smile and waits for the boy to continue, already 
knowing what the question will be. 

"Sooo..." he says again, louder this time. "Is it... true? Yer 
thinkin' of askin' Althea to . . . get . . ._married_? " the kid asks. And he 
whispers the last word so reverently Eret chuckles. 

"That's right." he nods. 

The child's face immediately contorts into a look of both shock and 
horror . 

>"What? To <emXstrong>you<strong>_? " he balks. "No way! If anyone's 
marrying Althea, it's gonna be me! I'll- i'll fight ya for it!" the 
kid pouts, raising his fists, ready to scrapple. 

Eret barks out an amused laugh. 

>"Sorry, but you're ten years too young to match up against me." he 
answers . <br>And with that, he gives the boy a friendly pat on his 
head before moving to join the others. But just then- 

"Argh ! " 

>A swift kick to the shin and Eret ' s down for the count, groaning and 
clutching his knee as he rolls about on the ground in pain.<p> 

And at all the commotion, 

>"Hey, look! Eret ' s fighting with Bryn jar again!" a little girl cries 
gleefully . <p> 

"Eret..." he hears Althea sigh. 

>The full-grown man looks up and she's giving him a stern eye, arms 
crossed over her chest like she can't believe him.<p> 

"Wha- He started it!" he protests. 

>"I know, I know. But you can't provoke him." she chastises gently, 
pulling him up to his feet . <br>" I-" Eret begins to argue. 

But Gobber speaks over him before he can. 

>"She's right, you know." the old viking chimes in with a 

laugh . <br>And he's looking just a little _**too**_ amused for Eret ' s 

taste . 



still, he knows that at this rate, it's pointless and so Eret merely 
gives in with a sigh. 

>"Alright, alright. I'm sorry." he says to everyone, and Althea nods 
in approval thinking that'll be the end of it. But then . . . <br>Eret 
grins a sly grin. "Eor that." he adds. "And... for having to steal 
Althea here away from you all for a day." 

Excited, the little ones 'ooh' and ' ahh ' and squeal and gasp all at 
once . 

"Can he do that?" Dag questions, turning his little head towards 
Cobber . 

"I, well... If she wants to go, sure!" the viking says helpfully. 

>And with that one sentence, he's back in Eret ' s good graces 
again . <p> 

Now, of course, all the little faces turn towards Althea, hanging 
eagerly on what her answer will be but she hesitates. 

"Oh, go on. S'pose we can hold things down here for a day, can't we?" 
Cobber says, turning the question to the class. 

"Yeees!" the little crowd choruses out together. 

And, ever-so-reluctant ly , Althea sighs. 

>"Oh, alright." she says.<p> 

Eret grins a sunny grin. And then, "Skullcrusher ! " he shouts to the 
skies . 

There's a roar in the distance. 

>Eollowed by the heavy flapping of wings growing nearer and nearer 
and then, before anyone can tell what's what, an enormous dragon 
swoops in from nowhere and lands at his feet with a dramatic 
f lourish . <br>"Wow . . . " Dag breathes in amazement. 

"Shall we?" Eret says to Althea. 

>"... You've certainly grown to love your theatrics..." Althea 
remarks . <br>Eret laughs. 

>"My lover's always been a bit of a showman, you see." he 
explains . <br>"That, she has." Althea smiles. 

And with that, she lets out a long whistle prompting Bloodbiter to 
glide over in her own showy fashion. 

>Not one to be outdone, of course, Althea then hops up onto the 
dragons back, as light as feather, and waits.<p> 

"Now who loves their theatrics?" Eret chuckles. 

>But as he's rounding to his own dragon's side, Eret shoots the 
children a secret wink before he hitches himself onto his own 
saddle . <p> 

"You ready?" he asks her, once they're situated. 

>Althea grins . <br>"Ready . " she nods. "Eor anything." 


Eret hopes that dearly to be true. 



And then, to the sound of amazed little children, all cheering and 
waving their little hands and hollering encouragement, two dragons 
and two riders push off into the sky, headed straight forward into 
the beginnings of a very hopeful future... 

>And, though they may not realize it yet, straight back . <br>Into the 
dark, dreary depths of a horrid, horrid past. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXem>Now that I have the basic plot of this story mapped out, I 
don't think updates should take months at a time anymore. Although, 
with school and work and just severe doubt issues in general, who 
really knows ?... <br>I ' m sorry everyone !.. ._ 


End 
f ile . 



